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JOHN McCORMACK – ART SONGS IN ENGLISH
The twenty-seven recordings on this disc span a period of more than thirty years;
the first, 'Mary Gray of Allendale', from the autumn of 1908; the last, 'A rose still blooms
in Picardy,' a second world war version of 'Roses of Picardy', dated 6 October 1941.
And the range of song composers is equally broad, taking in four centuries of British song,
from an arrangement of the Elizabethan lutenist songwriter Thomas Ford to those doyens
of 20th-century light music, Eric Coates and Haydn Wood. In between we have music by
the Georgian composer James Hook (1746-1827) - very much apud H. Lane Wilson
(1871-1915) - and songs from the Victorian and Edwardian drawing rooms represented by
J.L.Hatton and T.C.Sterndale Bennett. In addition there is a substantial group of songs by
leading composers of English Romantic Song, including Arthur Somervell, Vaughan
Williams and Granville Bantock. In covering so wide a repertoire, McCormack
demonstrates the versatility of his musicianship. He is able to move effortlessly from one
style to the next, yet retain the unique interpretive qualities for which he is so much
admired. The singing is unforced; the words delivered with complete clarity. Wisely he
chose songs which would present his best vocal profile: take, for example, 'The Swans',
with its long, sustained notes, or the high 'Farewells' which conclude 'Take, O take those
lips away' and 'She rested by the broken brook'. Nobody could sing an Irish folksong like
him; his performance of 'Down by the Salley Gardens' in the beautiful arrangement of
Herbert Hughes is an absolute gem. And what a superb duettist he was, sensitively
blending with his partner, never obtruding or seeking personal lime-light: just listen to his
performance with Lucrezia Bori of 'The Night Hymn at Sea' by Goring Thomas.
Many of the songs recorded are rarities, popular in their day, but now rarely heard.
T.C.Sterndale Bennett (d.1942), a grandson of the great Victorian composer, William
Sterndale Bennett, was famed in his day for his comic songs, notably 'Leanin'. In his
setting of Shakespeare's 'Take, O take those lips away', he shows what a fine composer
he could be in a more serious genre. John Liptrot Hatton (1808-86) is best known for that
staple Victorian parlour-song, 'Simon the Cellarer' and for his exquisite setting of
Herrick's 'To Anthea'. 'Goodbye sweetheart, goodbye' sounds anachronistically like a
popular song from the first or second World Wars, but is in fact a ballad of an earlier war,
the English Civil War, to words by the 19th century poet, novelist and critic, Folkestone
Williams. 'The Swans' by the American composer, A.Walter Kramer (1890-1969), shows
that McCormack was quite capable of tackling works in a more modern idiom. Here is a
'modern' song both harmonically and in the arioso use of the voice. Few people today
associate Samuel Coleridge-Taylor (1875-1912) with solo songs, but he wrote more than
one hundred, to a wide variety of texts. 'She rested by the broken brook' is a poem by
Robert Louis Stevenson - one of the 'Songs of Travel' which Vaughan Williams didn't set.
'The Philosophy of Love' is of particular interest in that its composer, John F. Larchet
(1884-1967), was one of McCormack's teachers. This setting of Shelley's poem 'Love's
Philosophy' was published in 1908, the same year that McCormack made his recording.
But perhaps the most fascinating items on the disc are McCormack's performances
of English Romantic songs. Hubert Parry (1848-1918), the man who did more than

anyone to establish an English 'Lieder' tradition, is represented by one of his English
Lyrics; 'Three Aspects' is from Set IX which is devoted entirely to the poetry of his
friend, the poetess Mary Coleridge (1861-1907). Despite the fact that he was born in
Streatham, the spiritual home of Arnold Bax (1883-1953) was Ireland; his inspiration the
sweet-sad poetry of the Celtic Twilight movement. One of his favourite poets was 'Fiona
Macleod' (also known as William Sharp (1855-1905)) to whom he turned for the texts of
his A Celtic Songcycle (1904) as well as 'The White Peace', perhaps his best known song.
Though Granville Bantock (1868-1946) was a very prolific song composer - Stephen
Banfield lists over 400 songs in Sensibility and English Song (1985) - very few have
retained a place in the repertoire. An exception is 'Song to the Seals', from Songs of the
Western Isles ('Hebridean Songs'). McCormack introduces the song, paraphrasing
Bantock's own prefatory note in which he relates how the song's nonsense-refrain,
'Hoiran, oiran, oiran, oiro', had been used on an island in the Hebrides by a singer, who
thereby attracted a quantity of seals to gather round and listen to the singing. The other
three songs are comparative rarities. 'Love's Secret' ('Never seek to tell thy love') is the
first of Three Blake Songs published in 1909; 'A Dream of Spring' and the Debussyan
'Desolation' from the second set of Songs from the Chinese Poets (1919). Arthur
Somervell (1863-1937) is represented by three songs from his songcycle A Shropshire
Lad (1904), the first and one of the finest works inspired by A.E. Housman's famous
poem-sequence. In the two songs by Vaughan Williams (1872-1958), McCormack makes
a memorable excursion into the rural countryside of Southern England: the still summer
landscape of 'Silent Noon' (from the songcycle The House of Love to sonnets by Dante
Gabriel Rossetti) and the idyllic Dorset scenery of 'Linden Lea'. It is fascinating to hear
how McCormack copes with the Dorset dialect of William Barnes; he gives the song a
light, airy performance, ending with a beautifully judged final note. In these, as in the
other recordings from the 1940s, McCormack's voice is complemented by the
consummate artistry of Gerald Moore's piano accompaniments.
Trevor Hold

Although McCormack frequently performed a number of my father's songs, he
only recorded two of them: "Padraic the Fiddiler", which is an original song, rather than an
arrangement, and "The Philosophy of Love".
McCormack, my mother, and my father, were all born in 1884 and within four
months of each other. McCormack suggested on a number of occasions that the three of
them should form a club. This was not only for the closeness of their ages, but as they
were all involved in music. You see, my mother was also a distinguished professional
musician, both violinist and pianist, and particularly well known as an accompanist. So, I
come from a very musical background and was myself a professional horn-player for nine
years, and still play for fun. Granville Bantock and Arnold Bax were also good friends of
my father and I knew them both well. Indeed I made music with Bax on a number of
happy occasions in my parental home.
McCormack spent most of his working life outside Ireland, thus his relationship
with my father, which commenced when they were both quite young, rather faded, but
was renewed when he returned to this country. Indeed, my father accompanied him, in
both senses of the word, on his last two provincial tours.

For many years after McCormack's death, his widow, Countess Lily, used to come
to Dublin almost every year to visit her son and daughter, and on each and every occasion
she telephoned my parents and was received by them at home. I recall driving her back
to her son's house on numerous occasions. She was a forceful lady who, right up to the
time of her death, remained determined to keep his name fresh.
The photograph was taken after a concert at the Gaiety Theatre, Dublin, on 20th
April 1941, to mark the retirement of Vincent O'Brien from Radio Éireann; from left to
right are: John F. Larchet, May Devitt, Charles Lynch, John McCormack, Jim Doyle and
Vincent O'Brien.
May Devitt was a fine singer and an excellent Butterfly, appearing frequently in
Dublin at the time. Charles Lynch was a very eminent pianist and conductor with a
remarkable musical knowledge. Like Denis Matthews, Lynch was able to quote
orchestral passages on the piano at the drop of a hat and without reference to any
miniature scores etc. Jim Doyle was a conductor, a student of my father; his musical
career began in the Army School of Music.
Gerard J. Larchet
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